FROM    SEA    TO    SKY

With the Mediterranean practically closed and the German
submarine campaign in full swing, there was definitely some limit
and experience hitherto had shown it was a comparatively low
one. I was still waiting for aircraft to equip No. 39 Squadron,
which had none. I was also waiting to form four fresh fighter
squadrons and Nos. 47 and 223 Squadrons still had obsolete
Wellesleys in the Sudan.

There was at this time an idea at home that the Turks might
decide to play a more active part in opposing the threatened
German advance in the Balkans. For this they would have needed
considerable air support involving further dispersal of my few
R.A.F. squadrons in Middle East. I must confess that I was very
relieved when it became clear that Turkey did not propose to join
us unless her own territory was invaded. In my opinion the Turks
were of more value to us as neutrals on that vulnerable flank
barring the way to Palestine, the Suez Canal and Persian Gulf
than they would have been as Allies clamouring for equipment
from Middle East which was insufficient to meet even our own
commitments in the existing theatres of operations.

The offensive in Libya was still going well and on the 30th
Derna fell to the Australian forces whilst Mechili farther to the
south had been occupied by the Armoured Division on the syth.
As in the case of Bardia and Tobruk, Derna had already been
regularly and heavily bombed for some time and there was no
need for a concentrated air attack immediately prior to the assault.

Gyrene was occupied on the 3rd February after which a rapid
withdrawal of enemy forces took place. During this retreat the
Blenheims, Hurricanes and Gladiators hammered away at M.T.
convoys on the congested roads and made further attacks on
Benina and Berka. However, it must be admitted that the scale
of our air operations at this stage was somewhat reduced, due
partly to unserviceability through many flying hours under desert
conditions and also through our inability to establish airfields
sufficiently rapidly to keep pace with the speed of the Armoured
Division's advance. The over-ponderous standard squadron
organization did not lend itself to such conditions and moreover
we had very few transport aircraft left. The Blenheims and Well-
ingtons with their larger range were, of course, less affected and
were able to continue their operations from airfields far back. The
need was apparent for some unit, charged with the preparation,
construction or repair and subsequently defence of airstrips for
fighters, and that it should be up with the forward troops in the
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